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prescription	of	a	Western	future	to	the	dramatic	process	of	rapid	transformation.	Like	many	of	their	informants,	they	barely	doubted	the	influence	of	the	socialist	past	on	the	usually	failing	post-socialist	presents.	To	use	Caroline	Humphrey’s	apt	phrasing,	anthropologists	of	post-socialism	were	tracing	the	‘unmaking	of	socialist	life’	(Humphrey,	2002),	particularly	in	order	to	argue	against	the	prescription	of	a	Western	future.			 In	the	early	2000s,	the	first	doubts	emerged	regarding	the	term’s	general	applicability.	Verdery	and	Humphrey,	but	also	Chris	Hann	and	Don	Kalb	tried	to	answer	the	question	‘Whither	Post-Socialism?’	by	proposing	a	spatially	larger	approach,	which	re-embeds	post-socialism	in	post-Cold	War	studies	of	globalisation	(Hann,	2002).	These	scholars	already	posed	the	question,	when	this	category	would	stop	making	sense,	i.e.	when	the	socialist	past	would	stop	effecting	the	post-socialist	present.	This	influence	was	seen	to	linger	in	people’s	ideas	and	experiences,	and	with	a	new	generation	devoid	of	these	experiences	it	would	disappear	(Hann,	Humphrey,	Verdery,	all	2002;	cf.	also	Haukanes	and	Trnka,	2013)		 More	recently,	particularly	scholars	working	in	Ex-Yugoslavia	have	continued	to	problematise	post-socialist	anthropology’s own ‘challenges with periodization’ (Gilbert et 
al., 2008; cf. Gilbert, 2006). They claim that post-socialist anthropologists face severe 
problems when trying to adequately position their informants in time. As a subfield of post-
socialist studies, the anthropology of East Germany (Berdahl, 2009; Borneman, 1992; Boyer, 
2001a&b, 2006; Gallinat, 2009; Glaeser, 2001; Ten Dyke, 2001) has been at pains to 
emphasise that such positioning always entails a political dimension. Daphne Berdahl and 
Dominic Boyer, in particular, have been increasingly critical about post-socialist 
anthropology’s own predicament of being fixated on the past, a predicament that mirrored the 
temporal logic imposed by West Germans on their Eastern counterparts in a wider, post-Cold 
War ideological project (cf. Berdahl, 2009, Boyer, 2006).  
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 In	fact,	East	German	post-socialist	references	to	the	socialist	past,	such	as	in	the	phenomenon	of	Ostalgie,	East	Germany’s	infamous	form	of	nostalgia,	are	not	a	matter	of	a	longing	for	the	GDR	past.	Instead,	they	express	otherwise	denied	and	silenced	concerns	with	the	present	(cf.	esp.	Berdahl,	1999,	2009)	or	even	a	longing	for	the	future	(Boyer,	2001a&b,	2006,	2010).		Berdahl	(2009),	for	instance,	interpreted	seemingly	nostalgic	expressions	as	remarks	on	the	future	because	of	the	socialist	past’s	distinct	feature	that	–	in	contrast	to	the	unpromising	post-socialist	present	–	it	actually	did	have	a	future.	The	socialist	past,	she	claimed	(Berdahl,	2009:	87ff),	continues	to	provide	at	least	a	rhetorical	resource	for	imagining	a	different	future.	It	assists	local	attempts	to	differently	recapture	the	quickly	evacuated	post-socialist	future.	Similarly,	Boyer’s	(2006)	two	phases	in	inner-German	national	temporal	politics	–	first,	the	total	devaluation	of	the	East	German	past	by	West	Germans;	and	second,	the	Western	gift	of	its	particular	re-historisation	–	both	deny	East	Germans	a	say	concerning	their	own	and	the	nation	state’s	future	(Boyer,	2006:	379;	also	2010:	26).		
 Without devaluing the impact of the past on such debates, which is so well rehearsed 
by studies of memory, loss and trauma (for example, Antze and Lambek, 1996; Knight 2014; 
Haukanes and Trnka, 2013), I argue that it is important to reintroduce further analytic 
complexity by re-emphasising the temporal dimension of the future. As increasingly argued 
(Boyer and Yurchak, 2010; Gilbert et al., 2008; Hann, 2002; Stenning and Hörschelmann, 
2008; Thelen 2011), it is time to specify in which instances the category of post-socialism 
remains of analytical value. The future might, as in my field-site, re-enter the stage of shared 
concerns through new problems introduced not by socialism’s legacy, but by contemporary 
problems with, and processes of, de-industrialisation, a neo-liberally orchestrated 
globalization and long-term repercussions of German reunification. It is ultimately a 
combination of these problems, which shape in unforeseen and accelerating manners my 
informants’ existence and subsequently the variety of temporal narratives they generate (cf. 
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Humphrey, 1998). Even more importantly: Whilst	attending,	as	Humphrey	convincingly	suggested,	‘whatever	other	frameworks	of	analysis	arise	from	within’	(Humphrey,	2002:	13-14),	we	encounter	an	endless	variety	of	local	concerns	with	the	future.	However,	before	they	can	be	attributed	to	a	coherent,	say,	‘temporality	of	shrinkage’,	let	me	point	out	that	even	in	high	modernist	(socialist)	times	quite	similar	predictions	of	a	worse	future	had	already	arisen.	Aforementioned	East	German	author	Brigitte	Reimann,	who	lived	in	Hoyerswerda	in	the	1960s,	noted	prophetically in her diary in 1969(!): ‘The coal is 
coming to an end. In twenty years, perhaps, Hoy[erswerda, F.R.] will be nothing more than a 






















Presentism.	I	will	spare	you	the	much	debated	philosophical	detail	and	only	focus	on	his	discussion	of	the	deterministic	fallacy. Regarding the future, Bourne points out something 
that most of us, I suppose, would happily agree with: Given a certain degree of contingency 
and indeterminacy, at any moment in time we face the probable emergence of a variety of 
	 25	
possible futures. This seems commonsensical and relates to the not-yet-real character of the 
future. However, even the fact that only one of all of these possible futures turns out to 
become the present (in the future) does not mean that this future (present) was predetermined 
to become present, i.e. that it somewhat pre-existed and then inevitably emerged in the future 
present. To take such an ex post facto construction as true constitutes a deterministic fallacy 
(cf. Bourne, 2006: 60f). This view arises because, in comparison with the future, the past is 
widely presumed to have another ontological status (cf. Ringel, 2016). Since it has once 
existed, it is seen to have had another temporal property than other potential pasts 
(respectively past futures), namely those which have not been realised. It is supposed that it 
was this particular temporal property, which made this past become a present. From a 
deterministic point of view, it is thus only the future-to-be that leans into – and has effects on 
– the present. But if we accept Bourne’s claim that the actual future, which turned out to 
become the present, was at no point predetermined to become the present, then all past 
presents were not ontologically predetermined either. This is not to say that due to the non-
existence of the future ‘presentists should treat the past in the same way’ (Bourne,	2006:	41).	The	actual	past	did	in	some	way	indeed	exist,	namely	once	as	a	present.	However,	I	precisely	challenge	the	ontological	status	we	attach	to	this	past	in	the	present	–	its	contemporary	quality.	As	we	see,	the	important	point	about	the	actual	past	is	that	–	as	with	any	present	–	it	was	not	predetermined	to	come	into	existence.	This	temporal	property	is	not	changed	by	the	fact	that	it	has	done	so.		 It	goes	without	saying	that	such	a	view	caters	conveniently	to	practice	theory,	phenomenological	approaches	and	the	methodology	of	fieldwork.	This	focus	on	the	present	also	leaves	us	luckily	barehanded	when	it	comes	to	causation.	It	does	not	disallow	comparison	with	the	past.	But	more	importantly,	it	allows	the	in-depth	attendance	to	all	temporal	relations	and	experiences	to	be	found	in	our	fieldsites’	presents.	The	construction	of	particular	temporal	properties	is	thereby	included,	but	
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